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This article briefly discusses the social 
use of heritage, and by extension 
ethnological heritage, in the present 
day, further outlining ideas concerning 
its future. Among other themes, it 
points to how exhibition discourses 
are increasingly dominant in relation 
to heritage reference points, and how 
heritage-related activities tend to have 
an increasingly closer relationship to 
tourism and leisure in general, pointing 
to the strategic interest this gives rise to 
for political authorities. It also indicates 
how ethnological heritage has gradually 
moved beyond rural contexts to meet a 
growing demand from communities of 
all kinds for acceptance of their specific 
realities.
En aquest article es pretén reflexionar 
sumàriament sobre l’ús social del 
patrimoni, i, per extensió, del patrimoni 
etnològic, en l’actualitat i esbossar 
alguna idea respecte al seu futur. Entre 
altres coses, s’hi constata com els 
discursos expositius són cada cop 
més preponderants sobre els referents 
patrimonials, com les activacions 
patrimonials tendeixen a mantenir una 
relació cada vegada més estreta amb les 
activitats turístiques i lúdiques en general, 
i l’interès estratègic que tot plegat 
desvetlla en els poders polítics. També 
es dóna fe de com el patrimoni etnològic 
ha anat transcendint gradualment el món 
rural per atendre una demanda creixent 
de reivindicació de les especificitats 
pròpies per part de comunitats de tota 
índole.
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The Magmatic Character 
of Ethnological Heritage 1 
This brief, general reflection is not the most adequate set-ting to enter into detailed theoreti-cal debate regard-
ing the concept of heritage and the 
role of ethnological heritage. Nor is 
it the moment to seek out precedents 
and historical connections. Rather, 
the goal here is to try to comprehend 
the current and future meaning of 
what has come down to us as eth-
nological, ethnographic, folkloric 
and demo-anthropological heritage, 
undoubtedly the result of disciplinary 
and political history, of the need for 
academic legitimation for heritage 
referents of all kinds, along with the 
ongoing concretion of discourses 
related to identity, which are quite 
often bound to expectations in local 
development. From all this may be 
derived the diverse collection of acti-
vations (of interventions, of value-
adding actions –however they might 
be termed) of heritage referents in this 
field as seen in conventional muse-
ums, ecomuseums, economuseums, 
information centres and cultural 
parks, along with other exhibition 
typologies that have already been 
invented or will be in the future. 
This does not mean that we do not 
have to speak of the concept of herit-
age in itself. Quite the contrary: it has 
to be dealt with, and in depth. The 
concept of heritage is used with poly-
semic abandon, often collapsing into 
confusion; this is so even in academic 
contexts. For this reason it has to be 
taken up by means of a wide-ranging, 
serious and profound debate, some-
thing no one seems to be particularly 
interested in doing. Polysemic use of 
the term is taken to be just fine, since 
everyone is thus able to understand 
heritage as they wish and utilize the 
added value that comes with it in any 
of their uses. 
In taking a step beyond this asser-
tion and necessary renunciation, we 
might be able in the present day to 
better approach the social use of her-
itage, and of ethnological heritage 
along with, thus laying out an idea of 
its future. This would be done on the 
basis of a series of premises which, as I 
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understand them, can be shared across 
the board. Let us then look at these 
premises and later move on to their 
development:
a) Heritage is a social construction. 
b) Exhibition discourses, in any of 
their forms, have become increas-
ingly preponderant over heritage 
referents, which are often relegated 
or totally done away with (except 
for specific examples, above all, of 
artistic heritage). 
c) Heritage is closely related to the con-
struction of identity. 
d) Heritage tends to have a close rela-
tionship to tourism and leisure activ-
ities in general that are materialized 
in line with more or less objectifiable 
parameters. 
e) Political power (and economic 
power as well, though for different 
reasons) has a strategic interest in 
heritage, due to the previously indi-
cated premises. 
So as to uphold the idea that heritage is a 
social construction, it would be enough 
to recall that as we understand it, herit-
age has not always existed nor has been 
found everywhere. In contrast, it is a 
type of reality that emerged with the 
industrial revolution, with bourgeois 
revolutions and nationalisms, first 
in Europe and then spreading out 
all over the world as these historical 
phenomena were however unequally 
implanted, and as contemporary 
colonialism spread as well. Yet apart 
from this historical reason, and from 
a conceptual point of view, whether 
understood as a generic inheritance 
come down from our ancestors or as 
a manifestation of cultural external-
ity in the everyday world of the pre-
sent, heritage at some time or another 
experiences a process of intentional 
selection. If we understand it as the 
manifestation of a cultural externality 
(reality set beyond what can be cultur-
ally domesticated, time beyond time, 
space beyond space, the human con-
dition beyond the human condition) 
the initial pool of things that can be 
converted into heritage and sacralised 
is defined by the concept itself, though 
there may be casuistic vacillations in 
marginal cases. In this case, the inter-
vention takes place in the moment her-
itage is activated so as to generate the 
discourse, by means of a simple though 
effective mechanics based on selection, 
ordering and interpretation. In con-
trast, if we understand heritage as the 
generic legacy of those that have come 
before us, as the overall body of cultural 
manifestations all through time and 
all over the planet, as something that 
cannot be fully grasped, selection has to 
take place first of all from this said body 
so as to determine what will be consid-
ered heritage, on the basis of changing 
criteria and interests. This is what is 
normally called value enhancement. 
This enhancement of value is often 
confused with activation because quite 
habitually one follows the other. That 
is, when the value is enhanced of herit-
age that has until now been ignored, 
such as with certain memories, this is 
obviously done to activate it. In fact, 
then, the process occurs in the oppo-
site direction: the interest in activating 
certain memories (or other questions) 
leads us to enhance their value as herit-
age. In any case, activation always takes 
place in the form of discourses and fol-
lows the same previously mentioned 
mechanics of selection, ordering and 
interpretation, which is in effect the 
grammar of exhibition language in any 
and all its forms. 
On the basis of this previous point we 
may conclude that discourses are and 
have always been the veritable driving 
force of heritage. Heritage is used in 
the context of a discourse to uphold 
certain ideas, certain theses, however 
rudimentary or sophisticated, how-
ever open and interpretable, though 
theses nonetheless. In the beginning, 
in the era of the romantic construc-
tion of nations, discourses were sim-
ple (though very clear): “we are the 
greatest”, “we are who we have always 
been”, or “we are like this and anyone 
who is not like this is not one of us”. 
Everywhere we look we find politicians 
who return nostalgically to these dis-
courses and seek to reproduce them in 
more or less camouflaged ways. These 
discourses were made apparent above 
all in museums and with monuments, 
and later appeared accompanying in 
natural settings. In the 1960s and 
1970s (with the 1972 meeting in 
Santiago de Chile often used as a ref-
erence point), the classic formulation 
of heritage discourses fell into crisis 
definitively. Nation states had more 
than fully consolidated themselves, 
amongst other reasons with the two 
world wars and the geopolitical and 
economic distribution of the world 
into three large blocs: the capitalist 
world; the socialist or communist 
world; and a contrasted third world, 
which basically had in common its 
generic poverty and marginalization. 
Those nations that had ended up 
without a state missed the boat and 
social interests (an even economic and 
political interests) moved in another 
direction altogether. Oddly enough, 
the collapse of the Soviet Bloc has led 
to the rebirth in many territories of 
the need for foundational discourses 
meant to symbolically ground their 
independence, yet while this tendency 
is wide-reaching and significant, it still 
constitutes a limited case. In similar 
fashion it happens that in Catalonia, 
with the nationalist independence 
movement (and unlike with non-
nationalist independence movement 
that has grown significantly in recent 
times), there is a need for objectifiable 
symbolic referents. As a consequence, 
the same process occurs with what 
we may call Spanish neo-nationalism, 
which has spread into ideological 
strata in ways that have never been 
seen before. 
Basically two things emerged from 
what would be called a cultural revo-
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lution in museums and other types 
of heritage activation: a shift towards 
social reality; and adaptation to the 
interests of the society of consumption 
and the spectacle, and more specifically 
to tourist interests. On the one hand, 
heritage institutions began to turn the 
plurality of discourses into their habit-
ual way of working; on the other hand 
they entered into the market to attract 
tourists and domestic visitors. They 
renewed their appearance, diversified 
what they had to offer (since society 
required this of them, no doubt, but 
also with the idea of consolidating con-
sumer loyalty), improved access and 
services, and turned merchandising 
and hospitality into profitable com-
plements that have continued to grow 
and diversify up to the present day. For 
the first time ever, furthermore, they 
began to advertise their exhibitions 
and other similar activities in the same 
way as other shows are advertised. It 
was at this time as well that heritage 
institutions began to diversify: muse-
ums themselves took on new forms, 
as it became common to speak of 
ecomuseums, economuseums, muse-
ums of society, museums of civiliza-
tion; there also emerged information 
centres, routes and cultural parks, 
amongst others. Exhibitions were no 
longer held exclusively in museums 
but became increasingly common in 
all kinds of cultural centres. With all 
these changes, heritage was no longer 
brought to the fore with the idea of 
upholding a discourse of national 
pride and cohesion, but rather would 
be used –more or less partially– as a 
reliquary whose purpose was to legiti-
mize one or another discourse, a great 
diversity of discourses.
The evolution of forms and the diver-
sity of discourses have brought us 
to a point where heritage discourses 
and exhibitions can be produced, in 
a broader sense, without heritage. 
Exhibition language, to term it this 
way, has become a new form of cultural 
communication, a new art, that can be 
applied a little to heritage, a lot to her-
itage, or not to heritage at all. We are 
witness to a new phenomenon, what 
Hainard calls expology, with more and 
more presence, independence, natural-
ness and acceptation in our society. It 
even has its own profession, its own 
tendencies and its own star system, 
with Hainard himself leading the way. 
It is true, however, that this new art 
does not renounce the legitimacy con-
ferred by the concept of heritage. For 
this reason, if there is no recognized 
heritage, it proclaims that what it does 
is enhance the value of emerging herit-
age or defend the heritage character of 
unknown elements, present in exhibi-
tion activities, and even on the extreme 
end of such activities. 
That heritage is closely tied to the con-
struction of identity is not a novelty. In 
fact, it was born to contribute to the 
foundation and grounding of identi-
ties. The novelty, in any case, is that 
this association has spread out into all 
spheres. We are living in convulsive 
times, and this is so in terms of iden-
tity as well. A number of phenomena 
have given rise to the need for ratifica-
tion, for total re-situation: globaliza-
tion, with its corresponding reaction 
where local specificities are reaffirmed; 
internal and external migratory move-
ments; the segmentation of society into 
self-referential groups, largely products 
of the market; the overlapping of local, 
sub-local, county, regional-national, 
national-state, supranational and 
supra-state identities; and phenom-
ena like international terrorism, crisis 
and marginalization. Heritage, even 
if it is intangible or simply involves a 
bunch of rocks, a festive expression or 
an ancient craft, has become an essen-
tial instrument in this process. In such 
an ever-widening context it would be 
difficult to come across some place that 
did not claim or carry out some sort 
of activation of some part of its herit-
age, or that did not reinterpret some 
collection brought together at some 
time in the past by some local erudite, 
influenced by the example of large 
museums and excavations. We could 
say that heritage (and expology as well) 
is contributing in drawing up a much 
more complex and multidimensional 
map of present-day reality as lived out 
by its very agents, a map in necessary 
evolution.
Culture Forum. Alternative exhibition on urban planning in the La Mina neighbourhood 
of Barcelona, in the lobby of the main exhibition on world cities. LLORENÇ PRATS, 2004.
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The activation of heritage is also very 
often seen in terms of resources for the 
development or sustainability of a local 
economy. This happens especially in 
the search for tourists, both for those 
staying for more or less longer periods 
or those coming for a day (that is, those 
that come from nearby to spend the 
day, or some shorter period of time, 
and then return home). Much has been 
said about this, though with a lack of 
rigour, since there are many interests 
involved that veil its reality. In fact, 
the relationship between costs (execu-
tion and maintenance) and benefits 
(ticketing, merchandising, indirect 
benefits to the town in question in 
the form of lodging, restaurant sector 
and shopping) tends to lead to rather 
unprofitable results in relation to the 
cost of heritage activation. Normally 
heritage institutions are profitable in 
only three cases: when dealing with 
activations of extraordinary interest, 
able to attract visitors from wherever 
to wherever (there are very few such 
cases); when the heritage activation 
is found in a tourist area that already 
has a guaranteed clientele based on 
other assets (sun and beach, or snow, 
for example), casually taking advan-
tage of their stay in a given moment 
to visit the heritage institution; and, 
finally, when the heritage institution is 
found in a large enough city to ensure a 
potential public nearby. Beyond these 
three cases, it is very difficult for a herit-
age institution to produce a profitable 
operation, and even in cases where it 
is possible the factor of concurrency 
and competition has to be taken into 
consideration. Concurrent opportuni-
ties are positive, especially in less-than-
optimal rural or peripheral areas, that 
is, in areas that would be otherwise 
unviable. Yet in potentially viable cases, 
competition could reduce the number 
of visitors to one or another location. 
If a tourist is on the beach and takes 
two or three days for cultural visits, 
what will he or she decide to see from 
amongst the many cultural possibilities 
available more or less nearby? If a tour-
ist spends a weekend in any city with a 
strong heritage component, what will 
he or she choose from amongst the 
many icons and cultural attractions 
available? In these situations certain 
heritage activations will always end up 
on the short end of the stick. 
There are correcting factors for the eco-
nomic viability of heritage, such as the 
aforementioned concurrence of availa-
bility or the factor of scale: from a small 
activation not a lot can be expected, 
though if the cost and expectations 
are minimized, it is easier to ensure 
it can be maintained. That heritage 
activations, in general terms, might 
be maintained by means of their own 
resources would not be a negligible fac-
tor, since, in the end, heritage lives off 
the public coffers and thus competes 
with other optional objectives which 
are also of public interest (such as cul-
tural objectives). This should never 
be lost sight of. Nor should we forget 
that it is possible to work with heritage 
while keeping the values of identity in 
mind, for example, without this having 
to imply economic expectations. This 
means working with low-cost activa-
tions, as is often done in other areas of 
culture when not up against large com-
mercial productions or those focussed 
on prestige. The specific characteristics 
of ethnological heritage might enable 
it to lay out more or less new paths to 
be followed in this way.
The intervention of public powers 
complicates all of this. I refer to public 
powers because for economic powers 
heritage is of interest in creating brand 
image, as well as in projecting a well-
minded image in the service of society; 
it is, in sum, a marketing strategy that 
has been proven to be highly success-
ful. Political power, be it local, national 
or from any level, has the mission of 
providing leadership for society, but 
it cannot substitute it. This is where a 
point of conflict with heritage arises, 
since heritage has two characteristics 
that make it highly appealing for politi-
cal power: it helps sustain ideological 
discourses with an efficacy that can-
not be surpassed by any other habitual 
medium; and it allows political power 
to leave its mark on history. The temp-
tation is for governments and those 
governing to create their own muse-
ums, to do their own territorial her-
itage planning, to leave reflected in 
stone, if possible, their own vision of 
the country. These types of procedures 
go way back, even though in the past 
they were not thinking so much of 
heritage as of unabashed ostentation 
(nowadays we are more subtle). There 
is also the temptation to inscribe one-
self in history with the help of monu-
ments and monumentality, whether 
in ancient Egypt or modern France, 
in Barcelona or in the most out-of-
the-way corner of Catalonia or any 
other place. Great pharaohs make for 
great pyramids; minor pharaohs, lit-
tle pyramids –even though, if there is 
nothing more to be culled from them, 
little pyramids could end up being a 
festival, a fair, a declaration of Intan-
gible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, 
anything that might be handed down 
for posterity. This is where a heated 
conflict arises (sometimes erupting, 
sometimes not) regarding the owner-
ship of heritage. Who does heritage 
belong to? Leaving aside respect for 
private property and while upholding 
strict controls, I take it that everyone 
will agree that heritage belongs to the 
people, to society in general. It is true 
that we live in imperfect democracies 
(those of us who are lucky enough to do 
so) where people delegate vast powers 
to their governors, yet perhaps we have 
made some people overly accustomed 
to wielding it and others overly used 
to not controlling it. Politicians are in 
charge of what they are in charge of, 
which, in the capitalist system we live 
in, is not at all as much as we often 
think or the politicians themselves 
would have us believe. Yet there are 
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spheres, such as certain areas of culture, 
where politicians and those govern-
ing have a broad field of action (just 
as there are areas of culture that are 
totally or almost entirely controlled 
by the market). One of the areas those 
governing still control in its majority 
is heritage, and when they have a wide 
range of action they are required to 
seek out societal consensus and not 
solely their own personal or ideologi-
cal political gains. This form of abuse 
is especially flagrant in the local arena, 
where proximity and scale require soci-
etal participation, though this role is 
rarely given or respected, even when 
it comes to initiatives of heritage pres-
ervation or activation. Unfortunately, 
it continues to be true that without 
power there is no heritage, in the sense 
that if political power does not take on 
a certain project or leaves it undone, it 
will never come about. This is in spite 
of the fact that citizens have a growing 
role in this regard when it comes to call-
ing for action, at least on a local level.
All of these tendencies we have seen up 
to now refer as well to the present and 
future of ethnological heritage, since 
ethnological heritage participates in 
all traits here brought to the fore. Let 
us look at them briefly so as to fur-
thermore see the specific characteristics 
they might have in a number of areas. 
We might say that ethnological her-
itage is the heritage of the poor and 
marginal, of subaltern classes and peo-
ples (being primitive, exotic, other, first 
nations, or however they have been 
identified in any given moment), as 
well as, in line with this logic, the herit-
age of definitively underground reali-
ties, those that are the least noble and 
the most common in public and pri-
vate life. We are referring to a heritage, 
to a certain degree, of what is rejected, 
a heritage that even today many would 
consider to be overly undignified to 
allow into a museum not strictly per-
taining to the area in question.
The result has been that the social con-
struction of heritage has often ignored 
this aspect of it. When attention has 
been paid to it, it has either been to 
provide evidence of states that have 
been surpassed by evolution, of ways 
of life that were swept aside by the 
unstoppable and unarguable march of 
civilization, or (especially and above all) 
when dealing with one’s own under-
class, presenting it as the unconscious 
depository of national essences in herit-
age discourses used in the construction 
of national identity. This has been and 
still is the case in all places where it has 
been necessary to construct a national 
identity. For this reason, ethnological 
heritage is still most frequently seen 
in terms of its rural forms, as it is in 
places far from the city where the con-
fluence between the past and nature 
can be seen. For a long period of time, 
the basis of what was understood as 
ethnological heritage was set out by 
folklore experts (and for a much longer 
period than most would be willing to 
admit). Let us recall that specialist in 
folklore gathered the knowledge of the 
people, which they considered could 
be found most genuinely uncontami-
nated in rural areas. In fact, the most 
widely held definition of ethnological 
heritage was set out by Isaac Chiva and 
adopted by the French Mission du Pat-
rimoine Ethnologique, spreading out 
from there. It insisted on this idea of 
the Volksgeist, of the spirit of the people: 
“The ethnological heritage of a people 
is made up of the specific modes of 
material existence and social organiza-
tion of the groups composing it, their 
knowledge and their representations 
of the world, and in a general sense, 
of the features that ground the identity 
of each social group and differentiate 
it from others.” (La Mission du Patri-
moine Ethnologique, 1993, Ministère 
de Culture et de la Francophonie.)
This central notion, then, of “features 
that ground the identity of each social 
group and differentiate it from others”, 
leads us to the idea of static, monolithic 
identities. Yet nothing could be further 
from the truth. Identities are changing 
in time and are structurally complex 
and permeable. Even if one wishes to 
understand identity as a strategic space 
of encounter and affirmation, this 
would not eliminate its historical and 
evolutionary character; it would not fix 
the referents forever, and in this case 
there is no way it can be confused with 
cultural legacy, which is a much wider 
and more diverse concept (as well as 
being equally ungraspable). Ethnologi-
cal heritage is much more than the sys-
tematic reflection of society; rather, it is 
used habitually for the representation 
of discourses fundamentally linked to 
identity, though to highly diverse iden-
tities that are not necessarily national 
and may not even have roots in a given 
territory. Ethnological heritage can be 
used as a way to speak of a people, no 
doubt, but also of cultural diversity, 
violence, gender, food, faith, leisure, 
and so on. Identities and discourses 
(whether related to identity or not), 
and expology, are more notoriously 
Museu de la Mineria (Mining Museum), 
Cercs. Advertising language used on a 
poster promoting a museum section/
activity. LLORENÇ PRATS, 2011
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important in this heritage field than 
in classic spheres of heritage such as 
art and archaeology, since ethnologi-
cal heritage and the objects making it 
up do not have value in and of them-
selves, unlike what does occur with 
artistic and archaeological objects; for 
this reason it is more easily moulded. 
Ethnological heritage even includes a 
great many manifestations and kinds of 
heritage that are intangible, making its 
magmatic character even clearer, from 
which any structure might be designed. 
Undoubtedly, it is possible to speak of 
the aesthetic value of a given form of 
exotic, ethnological heritage. This is a 
tendency that has been visible for years, 
above all in the market, though more 
recently it has come to the foreground, 
especially with the insistent and highly 
arguable choice of the Musée du Quai 
Branly in this regard. Yet if this is so, 
in any case, perhaps we are not speak-
ing in truth of ethnological heritage: 
a transformation has been undergone, 
turning it into artistic heritage. 
It now seems that Barcelona would 
seek to imitate this operation on a more 
modest level with the so-called Museu 
de les Cultures del Món (Museum of 
the Cultures of the World), an as-yet 
unrealized project that would deprive 
the still being renovated Ethnological 
Museum of Barcelona of its compara-
tive dimension and thus of its raison 
d’être, converting it into a fossil, as a 
kind of flask containing the essences 
of what is Catalan. Meanwhile the 
Museum of the Cultures of the World 
would become a showcase for the chef-
d’oeuvres des arts premiers, perfect for 
a high-end boutique on Barcelona’s 
Passeig de Gràcia. Two crackpot ideas 
in one: we will never learn. 
It is this very magmatic character of 
ethnological heritage that makes it pos-
sible to utilize it in an almost infinite 
diversity of social discourses. It also 
means it can be found everywhere, in a 
tangible or intangible state, thus mak-
ing it the ideal form of local heritage, 
both on the level of identity and for 
its political and economic effects. As 
a consequence ethnological heritage 
has gradually transcended the rural 
world, though without abandoning 
it. Neighbourhoods and cities of all 
sizes and condition also claim their 
own specificities, their material and 
immaterial legacies, and in this way not 
only urban memory but also craft tra-
ditions, sites, festivals and habits have 
come to be included, once activated, 
in the pool of ethnological heritage, 
which is no longer solely conceivable 
as an immense collection of farming 
tools and sundry equipment. Indus-
trial heritage (I leave aside artistic 
heritage) is the most reticent of all to 
go down this path, likely enamoured 
by the grandiosity of its factories and 
machinery, though I do feel it will be 
a matter of time (and benefits) before 
reason has its way and these two ways 
of seeing things are merged together, 
allowing such structures to be com-
pletely reinstated into the society that 
gave rise to them. 
The diversification of ethnological 
heritage facilitates activations, in the 
same way that activations give way to 
diversification. This opens the way to 
unheard-of possibilities, mentioned 
Museu Etnològic de Barcelona (Ethnological Museum of Barcelona). Exotic heritage 
fully wrapped and ready to be sent into storage or to another destination. LLORENÇ PRATS, 2012.
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previously only in passing, to create 
synergies. The capacity of attraction of 
a given territory, if it is able to coordi-
nate and add diversified heritage acti-
vations, is considerable (even if being 
more or less dependent on other fac-
tors, such as location, truth be said). 
In this sense, perspectives can indeed 
be opened up, if not in local develop-
ment then at least in local economic 
benefit from heritage. This logic, in any 
case, all too often comes up against the 
interests of political ambition and of 
rivalry between nearby towns.
This does not mean that ethnological 
heritage, like memory or other emerg-
ing heritages spheres has renounced its 
sacralised character, its identity as a 
reliquary of cultural externality. Two 
social constructions that would be 
hard to explain if it were not for these 
symbolic effects, tradition and popular 
wisdom (this latter often made mani-
fest in what is called popular culture 
or popular-traditional culture), refer 
objects, places and ethnological mani-
festations to a real or imaginary past. 
They also refer it to a kind of collective 
genius, which though already ruled out 
by Milà i Fontanals in rejecting the idea 
of anonymous, collective authorship, 
is useful in sustaining the metonymic 
relationship between what is meant to 
be presented as heritage and the cul-
tural context that legitimizes it as such. 
Thus ethnological heritage comes to 
us as a world of possibilities open to 
all kinds of interests (all kinds: both 
legitimate and spurious). We could say 
that ethnological heritage approaches 
in practice the definition of intangible 
heritage proposed by UNESCO: “The 
‘intangible cultural heritage’ means the 
practices, representations, expressions, 
knowledge, skills –as well as the instru-
ments, objects, artefacts and cultural 
spaces associated therewith– that com-
munities, groups and, in some cases, 
individuals recognize as part of their 
cultural heritage.” (Convention for the 
Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage, Paris, October 17, 2003.) 
This is as far as we come, leaving aside 
ulterior motives, so as to not stray from 
the literality of the facts. This is what we 
have: the magma of heritage; the pre-
dominance and growing independence 
of expology; and a great diversity of 
interests. From here on we are obliged 
to think of ethnological heritage not 
as an ontological entity but rather a 
body of resources to design strategies 
relative to cultural and identity-related 
reflection, exchange and mutual 
knowledge, communication through 
visitors wherever they may come from, 
and economic sustainability and social 
reproduction.
The main question pending is social 
participation, in the sense of social 
agency in the entire process of herit-
age management. To get to that point 
it would be much more recommend-
able to encourage small or moderate 
initiatives closer to home and synergy 
between them, rather than recurring 
to large infrastructures that can never 
do nothing but obey political interests. 
For we must not forget that a special-
ized anthropological perspective in this 
field should be present and should have 
a role in any heritage process, above all 
when done on a large scale. n
NOTES
1 The reflections set out in this paper are indebted 
to the groundwork set out on the characteriza-
tion of present-day cultural heritage, instrumen-
tally inscribed in research project CSO2008-
03315, “Nuevo turismo y desarrollo territorial 
sostenible. Análisis y evaluación de la inten-
sificación y extensión espacial del turismo 
en la Cataluña Interior” (“New Tourism and 
Sustainable Territorial Development: analysis 
and evaluation of the intensification and spa-
tial spread of tourism in Interior Catalonia”), 
financed by the Spanish Ministry of Education 
and Science.
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